[History and perspectives of the monocyte-macrophage system].
The macrophage cell system was identified by Metchnikoff on the basis of its phagocytic ability. Later on, the reticulohistiocytic system was defined as being composed of antigen-presenting reticulum cells and macrophages. Van Furth proposed that the mononuclear phagocyte system includes all tissue macrophages as well as antigen-presenting cells and blood monocytes as their precursors. Recent findings have shown that blood monocytes are not just transient forms involved in the recruitment of macrophages but that different dendritic and monocytic subpopulations can be observed in blood. In tissue, self-renewing macrophages derived from the yolk sac as well as monocyte-derived dendritic cells and monocyte-derived macrophages can be distinguished. Due to their plasticity and polarization, under inflammatory conditions monocyte-derived macrophages may be beneficial for the reestablishment of homeostasis or may contribute to mostly chronic diseases. Because of their ubiquitous distribution, monocytes and macrophages are increasingly considered to be possible therapeutic targets.